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At the last summit of Central American presidents, held in Managua May 8-9, the heads of state
agreed to unify efforts to develop the regional tourism industry, making that economic sector
a priority for Central American integration initiatives. At the summit, the presidents signed a
comprehensive "plan of action" to promote the industry to make tourism a number-one source
of foreign exchange for the region. The tourism industry is an important source of income for all
the Central American countries and has been growing rapidly during the first half of the 1990s.
Last year, the tourism industry brought in nearly US$1.5 billion in combined earnings for all seven
nations, representing a 41% increase compared with the US$1.05 billion in regional income reported
in 1992 .
According to Costa Rica's Ministry of Tourism, the combined income from the tourism sector last
year accounted for about 22% of the region's total foreign-exchange earnings. The steady growth
in tourism is largely attributed to the region's newfound political stability since the beginning of
the 1990s. The civil wars that gripped Central America during the past decade cut the bottom out of
the tourism industry throughout most of the isthmus. In Guatemala, for example, during the height
of the civil war in the first half of the 1980s, the number of foreign visitors plummeted by nearly
60%, falling from 466,100 tourists in 1980 to just 191,900 in 1984. The industry did not even begin to
rebound until after the return to a democratically elected civilian government in 1986, and even then
growth in tourism remained sluggish until the early 1990s (see NotiSur, 11/16/95).
Like Guatemala, nearly all the other countries have registered substantial growth in earnings
from tourism during the first half of the current decade. In Honduras and Nicaragua, income from
tourism surged between 1992 and 1995 by 150% and 140%, respectively. During those same years,
Costa Rica's earnings also grew by 53%, Panama's by 40%, and Belize's by 30%. Only El Salvador
registered a decline in income since 1992.
Still, notwithstanding the recent surge in tourism, Central America continues to lag far behind the
rest of Latin America and the Caribbean in the tourism industry. In 1995, total income from tourism
in the Americas reached US$23.7 billion, meaning that Central America enjoyed only a 6% share of
regionwide tourism earnings last year. Of the total, the Caribbean countries earned US$9.8 billion
and the South American nations US$12.4 billion. Moreover, although tourism is an important source
of income for all the isthmian countries, its impact on the local economies has differed widely from
country to country.
Costa Rica has traditionally absorbed the lion's share of regional income. In 1995, Costa Rica earned
US$661 million or nearly 45% of all regional earnings making tourism that country's principal source
of foreign exchange. Of the estimated 2.4 million tourists who visited Central America in 1995,
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about 793,000 travelled to Costa Rica, representing about 33% of the total number of tourists last
year. In fact, the disparity in income from tourism between Costa Rica and its neighbors has grown
as the industry rebounds, since Costa Rica's share of regional earnings amounted to only 41% in
1992, four percentage points less than in 1995. Panama and Guatemala are the second- and thirdlargest recipients of tourism income, with US$310 million and US$276 million in earnings in 1995,
respectively. In sharp contrast, Honduras and Belize only earned about US$80 million each in 1995,
while Nicaragua earned US$50 million and El Salvador just US$39 million.
Nevertheless, the importance of tourism earnings for the Central American countries, plus the
rapid growth of the industry in recent years, has encouraged the governments to pull together
to build tourism throughout the region. At their latest summit in May, the presidents agreed to
make development of the tourism industry a number-one priority in Central American economic
integration, with the goal of attracting tourists to the isthmus as a unified bloc of nations, rather
than as individual countries competing with one another. "Given the high growth potential of the
tourism industry, as well as that activity's importance in our efforts to diversify our economies, we
have decided to redouble our efforts to promote tourism as a strategic economic sector for the entire
isthmus," reads a joint declaration signed by the presidents. "Our goal is to convert tourism into a
principal foreign-exchange earner for all our countries."
Moreover, the presidents stressed that strengthening the tourism industry is a strategic objective
within the framework of the Central American Sustainable Development Alliance (Alianza para el
Desarrollo Sostenible, ALIDES). ALIDES, formed in 1994, commits regional governments to fortify
democratic processes and institutions to create the stable political conditions necessary for economic
growth. At the same time it calls for improvement in living standards and income distribution to
make growth sustainable. "The tourism industry can only be developed under conditions of peace
and democracy, which demonstrate the direct link that exists between political and institutional
stability on the one hand and economic and social development on the other," reads the presidential
declaration. "The tourism sector, within the framework of ALIDES, must be aimed at contributing to
an improvement in the quality of life of all Central Americans. We must incorporate and train local
and communal groups in the efficient management of the industry, drawing them into the process
of sustainable development in such a way that living standards improve, while at the same time
respecting cultural and ethnic identity."
At the summit, the presidents drew up a broad "plan of action" to develop the tourism industry. The
plan, which will serve as a blueprint for policy initiatives and concrete development projects, lists
the unique characteristics in Central America that make the region a "privileged tourist destination"
with fundamental competitive advantages over other tourist locations. The plan emphasizes that
Central America must be promoted as a regional destination where tourists are encouraged to
explore the broad natural and human diversity offered by the countries and their peoples. In
particular, the presidents authorized the Ministries of Foreign Relations and Tourism to work
with regional private-sector organizations to aggressively promote a "Central American image"
internationally, one which advocates multination tourism trips to the isthmus. The promotional
campaign will highlight the region's biodiversity, natural beauty, recreational spots (tropical
beaches, forests, and rivers), pre-Columbian archeological sites, present-day indigenous cultures,
and the region's colonial heritage.
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Perhaps more important, the plan instructs the economic cabinets from the seven countries to
coordinate a strategy to promote public and private investment in tourism projects throughout
the isthmus. The strategy will include fiscal and other incentives for private investors. It will also
outline priority areas for public spending that include environmental conservation, archeological
restoration and cultural preservation, sanitation programs, and development of basic infrastructure
to improve access to tourist attractions. Finally, the plan calls for new government policies to open
local economies more to private investment, while making tourist travel in the region easier. Among
other things, the governments will harmonize their immigration policies, specifically eliminating
visa requirements for tourists.
In addition, the presidents instructed the regional ministers of transportation and communications
to draw up an "open-skies policy" to foment competition among airlines that service Central
America and to encourage more firms to start new routes in the area. At present, just three airline
companies monopolize about 90% of air travel in Central America. "We support the expansion and
development of those airlines that are already operating in the region, but we must implement
policies that foment much greater commercial participation," said Ricardo Martinez, head of the
Honduran Tourism Institute. "We have to deregulate air traffic and work toward an open-skies
policy that allows more airlines to fly to Central America."
All told, the plan of action is expected to provide a major boost to the regional tourism industry.
"We are going to promote the region as a single, unified deal for tourists that allows us collectively
to exploit our tourist attractions, such as Guatemala's archeological sites, Honduras's beautiful
beaches, and Costa Rica's famed ecotourism," said Luis Guillermo Solis, Costa Rica's roving
ambassador to Central America. Added Nicaragua's Minister of Tourism Fernando Guzman, "By
deciding to promote the tourism industry jointly, the regional presidents have, for the first time in
Central America's history, recognized the fundamental importance of this economic sector for our
countries."
Notwithstanding the enthusiasm among officials, however, opposition organizations and analysts
warn that, even if tourism grows as a result of the new plan of action, regional governments will
have to do much more to ensure that lower-income groups benefit and that the environment is
adequately protected. Among other things, critics contend that, in most cases, the earnings from
tourism benefit foreign investors and wealthy domestic entrepreneurs. In general, the jobs that are
created are of relative value given the depressed wages and working conditions, and not enough
of the wealth generated by the industry is channelled back into community development in tourist
areas.
"It is not the panacea that everyone says it is," Ligia Cordoba, a Costa Rican sociologist, said in
a recent interview. "Salaries scarcely allow one to buy basic necessities, they do not live up to
expectations, health and education facilities in these sectors lack funds, and, therefore, the quality
of life for the residents has not improved in spite of the exploitation of the workers and the natural
resources."
And, even in Costa Rica, where ecotourism has gained real ground, local observers say that the
environment is still deteriorating rapidly as a result of the boom in tourism. According to biologist
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Elizabeth Segura and ecologist Jenny Reynolds, the regulations protecting parks and nature
preserves are violated regularly. "If we don't look after our natural resources, the ecotourism
industry could die soon because Costa Rica doesn't have sufficient sun, sand, and beaches to
compete with other countries in the region," said Reynolds. [Sources: Latinamerica Press (Lima),
11/03/94; International Market Insights, US Embassy (Managua), 03/03/96; La Prensa (Managua),
04/16/96; Reuter, 04/30/96; Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala), 04/25/96, 05/16/96, 05/23/96;
Notimex, 05/30/96; Inter Press Service, 05/04/96, 06/01/96; Agence France-Presse, 05/20/96, 06/04/96,
06/05/96; Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias-Spanish news service EFE, 06/04/96, 06/05/96]

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 4 of 4

